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A Minimum Income Standard for 
the UK in 2017 
Matt Padley and Donald Hirsch 
This is the 2017 update of the Minimum Income Standard for the United 
Kingdom, based on what members of the public think people need for an 
acceptable minimum standard of living.  
This report shows: the incomes different family types require in 2017 to 
meet the minimum standard; how the cost of a minimum household budget 
has changed since the last update in 2016; and how the incomes of people 
on benefits, and of those working on the National Living Wage, compare to 
what they need according to MIS. 
Actions  
 
• The Government should lift the freeze on working-age tax credits and Universal Credit, so that 
support keeps up with the rising cost of living. 
• Alongside this, the Government should lift the freeze on the Work Allowance, so that families can 
keep more of their earnings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We can solve UK poverty 
JRF is working with governments, businesses, communities, charities and individuals to solve UK poverty. 
A Minimum Income Standard for the UK in 2017 plays an important part in monitoring costs and living 
standards – a key focus of our strategy to solve UK poverty. 
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Executive summary  
This report presents the 2017 update of the Minimum Income Standard (MIS) for the UK. MIS is based on 
research into what members of the public consider households need in order to reach a minimum socially 
acceptable standard of living. 
 
MIS is regularly updated in two ways: first, based on research into what should be included in a minimum 
basket of goods and services; and second, in changes to prices that affect the cost of this basket. The 
2017 update is based on the latter of these – inflation. This report also looks at changes in the adequacy 
of income on safety-net benefits and the statutory minimum wage over time. 
 
Price uprating 
Following a period of price stability, with inflation at or close to zero, a higher inflation rate over the last 
year has resulted in an increase in the cost of MIS budgets. The greatest increases in prices – above 
average inflation – have been in bus and coach travel, motoring, household insurances and Council Tax. 
The return to inflation has not had the same impact on all households, because of differences in the 
composition of minimum baskets. Single, working-age adults have seen the cost of a minimum budget 
increase by 4.2% since 2016, pensioner couples by 2.8%, couple parents by 4.1% and lone parents by 
3.8%. 
 
The 2017 MIS budgets: incomes on benefits and the 
National Living Wage 
In 2017, single people needed to earn at least £17,900 a year before tax to achieve MIS, and couples 
with two children at least £20,400 each. The cost of minimum budgets can be compared to benefits and 
wages to assess the adequacy of these. The freeze in most working-age benefits, alongside the return to 
inflation, means the decline in the proportion of MIS covered by out-of-work benefits has continued: a 
single, working-age person, receiving these benefits, has just 36% of what they need, while a couple with 
two children has 59% of what they need. 
 
The National Living Wage (NLW) increased to £7.50 in April 2017. Despite this increase in the minimum 
wage for over-25s, working full time on the NLW, many still fall short of MIS: 
 
• A single person, working full time on the NLW, falls 22% short of MIS – a similar shortfall to 2016  
• A couple with two children, each working full time on the NLW, reach 95% of MIS under Universal 
Credit (UC) (after childcare costs). On tax credits, with less generous childcare support, full-time 
work on the NLW means a shortfall of 13.2% compared to 11.6% in 2016. 
 
Changes in Universal Credit (UC) in 2017 boosted the incomes of most people in work who receive it, 
reducing the rate at which benefits are withdrawn as earnings increase. However, the reduction in the 
Work Allowance in UC in 2016 more than cancelled out the small gains from the reduced taper rate for 
lone parents working full time on the NLW, and halved the gains for a couple working full time on this 
wage. 
 
The return of inflation, a decline in earnings growth, and the freezing of out-of-work benefits, tax credits 
and UC, have combined to introduce new risks for low-income working and non-working families. 
Significantly, this year is the first since the freeze on benefits began in which benefits are losing value 
because of price increases. This year also saw the introduction of cuts to family benefits for new families 
and those with a newly born third (or subsequent) child, which will result in reduced entitlements for 
many low-income families.  
 
Even when earnings are being lifted for some of the lowest paid through the increased NLW, the benefit 
from this is constrained by a freeze in the earnings levels above which tax credits and UC are reduced. In 
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order for low-income families to see growth in their incomes, and consequently for the number of 
households living below MIS to begin to fall, the current freeze on benefits and the level of income 
disregarded under the tax credit and UC systems needs to be reconsidered. 
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1 Introduction 
How much is needed to achieve a minimum acceptable standard of living in the United Kingdom today? 
Since 2008, the Minimum Income Standard (MIS) for the UK has been addressing this question through 
detailed research into the items ordinary people think should go into a minimum household budget – 
items ranging from household goods such as toasters and toothpaste, to aspects of social participation 
such as Christmas presents and weekly social activities. MIS research is supported by expert knowledge 
on certain physical living requirements, including energy use and nutrition (see ‘MIS in brief’ below).  
 
In order for MIS to remain up to date, it is critical that it adequately captures and reflects both changes in 
the cost of living, and in the social norms that determine the items included in the calculation of a 
minimum budget. Annual updates of minimum budgets alternate between those based on new research 
with the public, and those based only on estimates of price rises, based predominantly on the Retail 
Prices Index (RPI). Every four years, each budget is wholly ‘rebased’, with groups identifying the required 
items from scratch. In between each rebase, after two years, the contents of each budget are reviewed 
by groups to see if any changes need to be made. 
 
The 2017 report is based on price increases only, with budgets uprated by applying changes in the 
relevant components of the RPI to the categories of goods and services included in MIS budgets.  
 
Table 1: How the sequence of updates works on a regular four-yearly cycle, 
starting from a year in which items are ‘rebased’ 
 
 
 
MIS in brief 
What is MIS? 
MIS is the income that people need in order to reach a minimum socially acceptable standard of living in 
the UK today, based on what members of the public think. It is calculated by specifying baskets of goods 
and services required by different types of household in order to meet these needs and to participate in 
society. Specifically, the minimum is defined as follows, based on consultation with groups of members of 
the public in the original research: 
 
A minimum standard of living in the UK today includes, but is more than just, food, clothes 
and shelter. It is about having what you need in order to have the opportunities and choices 
necessary to participate in society. 
 
How is it arrived at? 
A sequence of groups has detailed negotiations about the things a household would have to be able to 
afford in order to achieve an acceptable living standard. They go through all aspects of the budget, in 
terms of what goods and services would be needed, of what quality, how long they would last, and where 
they would be bought. Experts check that these specifications meet basic criteria such as nutritional 
adequacy and, in some cases, feed back information to subsequent negotiation groups who check and 
amend the budget lists, which are then priced at various stores and suppliers by the research team. 
Groups typically comprise six to eight people from a mixture of socioeconomic backgrounds, but all 
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participants within each group are from the category under discussion. So parents with dependent 
children discuss the needs of parents and children, working-age adults without children discuss the needs 
of single and partnered adults without children, and pensioner groups decide the minimum for 
pensioners. In all, over 100 groups have been used to research MIS since its inception in 2008.  
 
A crucial aspect of MIS is its method of developing a negotiated consensus among these socially mixed 
groups. This process is described in detail in Davis et al (2015). It uses a method of projection, whereby 
group members are asked not to think of their own needs and tastes, but of those of hypothetical 
individuals (or ‘case studies’). Participants are asked to imagine walking around the home of the individuals 
under discussion, to develop a picture of how they would live, in order to reach the living standard 
defined above. While participants do not always start with identical ideas about what is needed for a 
minimum socially acceptable standard of living, through detailed discussion and negotiation they 
commonly converge on answers that the group as a whole can agree on. Where this does not appear to 
be possible, for example where there are two distinct arguments for and against the inclusion or 
exclusion of an item, or where a group does not seem able to reach a satisfactory conclusion, subsequent 
groups help to resolve differences.  
 
What does it include? 
As set out in the definition above, a minimum is about more than survival alone. However, it covers needs, 
not wants; necessities, not luxuries – items that the public think people need in order to be part of 
society. In identifying things that everyone should be able to afford, it does not attempt to specify extra 
requirements for particular individuals and groups – for example, those needs resulting from living in a 
remote location or having a disability. So, not everybody who has more than the minimum income can be 
guaranteed to achieve an acceptable living standard. However, someone falling below the minimum is 
unlikely to achieve such a standard.  
 
To whom does it apply? 
MIS applies to households that comprise a single adult or a couple, with or without dependent children. It 
covers most such households, with its level adjusted to reflect their makeup. The needs of over a hundred 
different family combinations (according to numbers and ages of family members) can be calculated. It 
does not cover families living with other adults, such as households with grown-up children.  
 
Where does it apply? 
MIS was originally calculated as a minimum for Great Britain; subsequent research in Northern Ireland in 
2009 showed that the required budgets there are all close to those in the rest of the UK, so the national 
budget standard now applies to the whole of the UK.  
 
This main UK standard is calculated based on the needs of people in urban areas outside London, with 
groups being held in towns in the Midlands. However, the UK definition of what comprises a minimum 
standard (see above) has also been applied in other geographical contexts, in supplementary projects 
considering costs in rural England (Smith et al, 2010), in London (Padley et al, 2017a), in remote rural 
Scotland (Hirsch et al, 2013), and in Guernsey (Smith et al, 2011). The London variations are 
incorporated in the online Minimum Income Calculator (CRSP, 2017a), through an option to adjust the 
first results. Other countries have used the same overall method, but employed their own definitions of 
the minimum, in Japan (Davis et al, 2013), Portugal (raP, nd), France (Gilles et al, 2014) and Austria. An 
ongoing MIS programme in the Republic of Ireland uses methods based on the UK work (Collins et al, 
2012).  
 
How is it related to the poverty line? 
MIS is relevant to the discussion of poverty, but does not claim to be a poverty threshold. This is because 
participants in the research were not specifically asked to talk about what defines poverty. However, it is 
relevant to the poverty debate in that almost all households officially defined as being in income poverty 
(having below 60% of median income) are also below MIS. Thus households classified as being in relative 
income poverty are generally unable to reach an acceptable standard of living as defined by members of 
the public.  
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Who produced it? 
The main MIS research is supported by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF). The original research in 
2008 was conducted by the Centre for Research in Social Policy (CRSP) at Loughborough University, in 
partnership with the Family Budget Unit at the University of York. The standard is being updated annually 
by CRSP, again with JRF support. In 2011, the Family Budget Unit was wound up on the basis that the 
calculation of MIS takes forward its mission. 
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2 The 2017 MIS budgets: income 
requirements and comparison with 
benefits, the poverty line and wage 
This chapter gives the MIS results for 2017 in four main forms. First, it shows that the budgets needed as 
a minimum have risen with inflation, but the exact increase is estimated to vary between just under 3% to 
just over 4%, according to the composition of minimum budgets for different household types. Next, it 
compares MIS with out-of-work benefit rates, showing that for working-age households, whose benefits 
are currently frozen, income is declining relative to MIS as prices rise. Thirdly, it compares MIS to median 
incomes, showing that during the middle of the present decade, when real incomes were growing, the 
minimum budgets specified by MIS fell relative to the median. Finally, it considers the situation of low-
income households who are working. Here, recent trends have been more varied. The National Living 
Wage (NLW) has increased minimum pay for working families at a faster rate than MIS budgets have 
been increasing, but this has been counteracted for families with children by the benefits freeze, which 
also affects in-work benefits, and leaves them worse off overall.  
 
Table 2 shows the MIS budgets for 2017 for four household types. More detailed results are shown in 
the online Minimum Income Calculator (CRSP, 2017a), which allows budgets to be calculated for most 
types of household where a single adult or couple live on their own or with up to four dependent 
children. The calculator also allows items such as housing costs and childcare to be adapted to individual 
circumstances. Spreadsheets showing the budgets for 11 different household types over time are also 
available online (CRSP, 2017b). The Appendix to this report provides totals for 11 household types, and 
summarises what has happened to MIS budgets and income requirements since the first results in 2008.  
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Table 2: Summaries of MIS for four family types, April 2017 
 
 
 
Notes: 
* Childcare shown for families with children assumes that parents work full time. 
** Households Below Average Income (HBAI). 
Changes in budgets in 2017 
The cost of a minimum budget has increased for each of the households under consideration since 2016, 
reflecting the higher inflation rate seen over the last year after a period of price stability. In the year to 
April 2017, the Consumer Prices Index (CPI) rose by 2.7% and the Retail Prices Index (RPI) by 3.5%. The 
budgets considered here have mainly been uprated according to increases in each category of goods and 
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services in the RPI, around which the MIS budgets are categorised. The exception is clothing, for which 
RPI seems systematically to exaggerate inflation rates, and CPI to underestimate them (Davis et al, 2016). 
Between April 2016 and April 2017, according to the RPI, clothing had increased by 9.2% compared to a 
2.4% increase in the CPI. Interim estimates for 2017 use an average of these two inflation rates; in 2018, 
a full repricing of clothing items will be made.  
 
It is important to bear in mind that using an inflation index to uprate budgets provides only an interim 
estimate of the actual changes in the minimum cost of living, between the full recosting of items that 
takes place every four years (Hirsch, 2015). Nevertheless, recosting has so far suggested that uprating 
budgets by RPI has given a broadly accurate picture, providing an early warning of which costs are 
actually increasing. Consequently, the following results at least give an indication of which areas of 
household budgets are rising most quickly as inflation returns.  
 
Table 3 shows the estimated inflation rate for each category of the MIS budgets. A number of categories 
have seen increases significantly above the increase in the general inflation rate. Most prominent are 
increases in the cost of bus and coach travel, motoring and household insurances. These inflation rates 
have had a differential impact on headline budgets for the households considered here.  
 
Table 3: Inflation rates for MIS budget categories 
 
 
 
Note: * The clothing inflation rate used here is an average of the CPI and RPI rates: according to RPI, clothing had increased by 9.2%, 
compared to a 2.4% increase in the CPI. 
The ‘headline budget’ for a single person has increased by 4.2% since 2016, ahead of both CPI and RPI 
for the year to April 2017. For a single person of working age, this change has been driven by a 
significant increase of 17% in the cost of bus and coach travel, a category that accounts for two-thirds of 
weekly travel costs. This has resulted in a 13% increase in travel costs overall between 2016 and 2017. 
Council Tax and clothing have each increased at a rate higher than the average, while household 
insurances, to cover home contents, have increased by 7.4%.  
 
The weekly budget for a pensioner couple has increased at a lower rate than for single, working-age 
adults, rising by 2.8% over the past year. This increase in a minimum household budget has been most 
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clearly driven by the rising price of food (although this remains below overall inflation), leisure goods and 
services (rising at a similar rate to CPI), and other travel costs (rising more rapidly; for pensioners, the 
main travel cost is occasional taxis). Between them, increases in these categories account for half of the 
budget increase between 2016 and 2017.  
 
For households with children, budgets have increased by 4.1% for couples and 3.8% for lone parents 
since April 2016. A significant proportion of this arises from the increase in the cost of owning, 
maintaining and running a car, which at 8.1% is well above average inflation. Higher car costs account for 
around a quarter of the increase in a minimum weekly budget for couple parents, and more than a third 
of the increase for lone parents, whose minimum budgets, unlike pensioners and single working adults, 
include a second-hand car. Childcare costs for a couple with a preschool and primary school child have 
increased by 2.7%, while for a lone parent with a baby there has been a small decrease in the cost of 
childcare. This is because the price of nursery care has remained largely stable, but charges for after-
school care for primary school aged children rose by 7.4%. Note also that social rents, affecting 
households with children and pensioners in the MIS calculations, have decreased by 1% this year, 
following the Government policy of reducing social rents each year until 2020. 
  
Comparison with benefits 
Table 4 shows that basic, out-of-work benefits continue to provide well under half of the minimum 
income (net of rent and Council Tax) required by an adult with no children, and 50–60% of what families 
with children require. In contrast, Pension Credit (the safety-net benefit for pensioners) provides 97% of 
a minimum budget, very nearly enough for them to meet MIS.  
 
Table 4: MIS compared with out-of-work benefits, April 2017 
 
 
 
Notes: 
* Assumed coverage of Council Tax Support, except for pensioners for whom this is 100%. 
** Including Child Benefit and Child Tax Credit for families, and Winter Fuel Allowance. For single, working-age people, the shortfall 
between Housing Benefit and actual rent has been subtracted from out-of-work benefits. 
The long-term decline in the proportion of MIS provided by out-of-work benefits has continued in 2017. 
In 2010, families with children were typically around a third below MIS if they did not work, while in 2017 
families with children receiving out-of-work benefits are much worse off, typically having only about half 
of the income needed to reach a minimum living standard. This is largely a consequence of the freeze on 
most working-age benefits, in place until at least 2019/20, in tandem with the return to inflation seen 
over the past year. Single people of working age, lone parents and couples with children have all seen the 
value of benefits relative to MIS fall since 2016. With inflation predicted to remain at least at its current 
level until 2020 (Bank of England, 2017), each of these households is likely to see a further erosion in 
the proportion of a minimum budget provided by these benefits, unless there is any move to either 
permanently or temporarily lift the freeze. 
 
The situation facing ‘new’ families with children (where the oldest child was born after April 2017) 
claiming benefits will be exacerbated by the loss of the family element of Child Tax Credit, worth £10.50 
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each week – equivalent to just more than 2% of a minimum budget for a couple with two children, and 
3.4% for a lone parent with one child. In Table 4, the lone parent example takes this change into account, 
since it is based on a family with one new-born child. This sharply reduces the adequacy of benefits for 
such a family, providing only 50% of the required budget in 2017, compared to 56% in 2016 and 65% in 
2010. In other words, lone parents with a new-born can get only half of what they need from benefits in 
2017, compared to two-thirds just seven years ago, representing a dramatic fall in the level of the social 
safety net. 
 
Also beginning to take effect in 2017 is the restriction of Child Tax Credits and Universal Credit (UC) to 
the first two children in a family, a measure that applies to all families with two or more children who have 
an additional child born after April 2017. As an illustration, a non-working couple with a new-born and 
two other children aged 3 and 7 has only 54% of their MIS budgets covered by out-of-work benefits in 
2017, compared to 67% for a similar family just last year. This is again a reduction from two-thirds to just 
more than half of needs met by benefits, but in this example over the much shorter period of a single 
year.  
  
Pensioners remain unaffected by the freeze on benefits, with Pension Credit having been increased by 
2.4% from April 2017. This means that the increase in the couple pensioner budget by 2.8% this year was 
almost covered by the benefit increase; the small shortfall of £6.89 each week in 2017 is only slightly 
greater than the £5.75 shortfall in 2016. As Pension Credit is currently guaranteed to rise in line with 
the higher of earnings and prices, forecasts of modest earnings growth may mean that the value of 
pensioner benefits relative to MIS improve in the next few years. 
 
Comparison with the poverty line 
The most common publicly used poverty indicator is based on a poverty line set at 60% of median 
household income. Table 5 looks at the percentage of median income represented by a MIS budget in 
order to allow for a comparison with the minimum income needed for a socially acceptable living 
standard. This uses the latest available data from the Households Below Average Income (HBAI) Series 
(DWP, 2017a), which is for 2015/16. This is compared with an average of the 2015 and 2016 MIS 
budgets for the households considered here. 
 
Table 5: MIS compared with median income 2015/16 
 
 
 
Note: Median income is adjusted – or equivalised – for household composition (that is, it is shown as higher for larger households and 
lower for smaller ones, according to a formula that assumes greater needs for larger families). 
While the data shown cover incomes both including and excluding what households spend on housing, 
the more meaningful comparison is between net MIS budgets and income after housing costs. This is 
because rents within MIS budgets cannot provide a single accurate representation of the ‘minimum’ cost 
of housing, since both the housing options and the resulting rents actually available to different 
households in different locations across the UK vary considerably.  
 
As in preceding years, the results show that most minimum budgets are substantially above the official 
poverty line. The exception to this, among MIS household types, is pensioner couples, whose minimum 
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requirement after housing costs is very slightly below the poverty line. However, as most pensioners live 
in houses rather than the flats that are assumed to be the minimum for that age group within MIS, even 
within this group the majority will effectively require more than the 60% median, as living in a house 
rather than a flat brings with it additional expenses such as higher energy costs.  
 
Between 2008 and 2013, the percentage of median income needed for MIS grew significantly (see 
Appendix, Table 9). This was a consequence of a period during which median incomes fell in real terms, 
while MIS budgets did not reduce in value. The rebase of the single, working-age person’s budget in 
2014 saw a reduction in the value of the minimum budget, and the rebase in 2016 resulted in a similar 
fall for couples with children, while median incomes grew in real terms. These results are beginning to 
have an impact on the percentage of median income represented by MIS: in both 2014/15 and 2015/16, 
MIS as a proportion of the median fell for each household shown in Table 5. This reversal in trend is 
shown in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: MIS as a proportion of median income, after housing costs, 2008/09 to 
2015/16 
 
 
 
Comparison with wages 
The NLW, introduced by the UK Government in 2016 as a higher minimum wage for workers over 25, 
was initially set at £7.20, rising by 4.2% to £7.50 in April 2017. While a welcome boost to many low-paid 
workers, Table 6 shows that despite the introduction of this higher minimum, the NLW still leaves many 
workers well short of MIS. A single person, working full time on the NLW, has a disposable income that 
covers 78% of MIS, a shortfall of £42.63 each week. A couple with two children, supported by UC and 
both working full time on the NLW, reach 95% of what they require for a minimum budget, after paying 
for rent, childcare and Council Tax, meaning a shortfall of £21.13 each week. Under the tax credit 
system, with less generous support for childcare, a couple with two children have a shortfall of more than 
double this amount, £59.20 each week.  
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Table 6: Earnings required to meet MIS compared, and comparison to income on 
the NLW, April 2017 
 
 
 
Notes: 
* Based on low-cost East Midlands rents – private rented sector for singles and social rents for families with children.  
** After rent, Council Tax and childcare costs. 
The lone parent example used here is of a child of pre-school age (3 or 4), rather than the standard examples used in MIS of a child 
aged 0–1. The latter has become an outlier when considering the wage requirement to meet MIS, since full-time childcare without any 
free provision from the early years’ entitlement for 3 and 4 year olds, or from school, now incurs a cost well above the maximum 
supported by tax credits or UC. 
Modest inflation has caused the earnings requirements shown in Table 6 to increase. For a single person, 
the increase of 4% in the National Living Wage has enabled income to keep up with these rising costs; 
such a person still has 22% less disposable income than required, and this has fallen from 30% in the past 
two years. For families with children, on the other hand, the wage rise has produced less disposable 
income than increasing costs, so the proportion of MIS covered by disposable income has fallen. This is 
due largely to the clawing back of tax credits. The effect of this is important, since it illustrates how 
difficult it is for working families relying on tax credits to make progress as long as these tax credits, and 
the amount you can earn before they are withdrawn, are not increased with inflation (they are currently 
frozen). 
 
Figure 2 shows how this works in what should be a favourable situation – a family with two parents 
working full time, for whom a wage increase brings in more, relative to family outgoings, than where only 
one person is working or someone works part time. Another favourable feature this year is that the tax 
allowance increased by £500 a year, almost enough to cancel out the additional tax paid by the family 
due the rise in pay. However, the additional National Insurance contributions payable, combined with the 
tapering of tax credits to reflect additional income, still means that the family keeps less than half its pay 
rise. Thus a 4% pay increase turns into about a 2% increase in disposable income, and a larger amount of 
additional costs made it harder for such a family to make ends meet. 
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Figure 2: How pay increases are being clawed back for low-income families – an 
illustration 
 
 
 
Families with lower earnings relative to costs are facing the same phenomenon, but potentially more 
severely, as clawed-back wages are then even smaller relative to increasing household expenses. In 
addition, under the tax credit system (but not under UC), a low-income family depending on Housing 
Benefit has an even greater claw-back, as the simultaneous income-testing of tax credits and Housing 
Benefit causes the family to lose over 90% of additional earnings. This helps explain why, for the example 
of a lone parent on tax credits (for whom the claw-back is greater, due to reliance on Housing Benefit), 
disposable income as a percentage of MIS has reduced from 82% to 78% in the past year.  
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Figure 3: Disposable income as a percentage of MIS, working on National Minimum 
Wage/National Living Wage, 2010–17 (income net of rent, childcare and Council 
Tax) 
 
 
 
Figure 3 shows the trends in the adequacy of incomes for various household types on the National 
Minimum Wage (NMW) since 2010. Broadly, it shows that the adequacy of working incomes fell 
significantly in the early part of this period, recovered for single people and couples with the introduction 
of the NLW in 2016, and has fallen for families with children in the past year. For lone parents, the 
situation has been one of more or less continuous decline. In 2010, tax credits were helping them to get 
almost to the MIS level if they worked full time. Now, at the extreme, a lone parent with a baby, who has 
recently lost the family element of tax credits and whose high childcare costs have risen above the cap on 
tax credit support for childcare, has less than two-thirds what they need. The sharp drop between 2015 
and 2016 for such a family resulted from a combination of specified childcare costs increasing (families 
are now saying that they need a choice of nursery, not only childminder provision) and the fact that 
because this family’s childcare costs exceed the cap, additional costs must be paid entirely by the family. 
But even comparing a lone parent with children aged 3 and 7 with a couple with children the same age, 
the lone parent is in a worse position, mainly because of their smaller gains from the NLW. 
 
Figure 3 is based on the example of tax credits. At present, a far greater proportion of families with 
children are in receipt of tax credits compared to the number receiving UC; in December 2016, only 18% 
of the 410,000 households receiving UC were families with children (DWP, 2017b). However, as 
mentioned above, for families with childcare, UC is generally more favourable because of the additional 
amount that it provides for childcare costs – up to 85% under UC, rather than 70% in Working Tax 
Credit. For those without childcare, in most cases the change in entitlements on switching from tax 
credits will be much smaller. For example, a couple with two children, working full time without childcare, 
will be about £2 a week better off on UC, while a lone parent working full time will be about £1 a week 
worse off.  
 
The reduction in the UC taper rate from 65% to 63% in April 2017 boosted the income of people 
working full time on the NLW in households receiving UC by about £10 a week for a couple and £5 for a 
lone parent, with no equivalent increase to tax credits. On the other hand, the reduction in April 2016 of 
the Work Allowance in UC caused a weekly income cut of £10.65 for lone parents and £4.50 for 
couples, with no equivalent reduction in tax credits. Overall, lone parents stand to lose and couples who 
both work stand to gain from these changes to UC. 
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3 Conclusion 
The income required for a minimum acceptable standard of living rose with inflation in 2017 – by 
between just under 3% and just over 4%. Average earnings are, at present, rising roughly in line with 
inflation, and for those on the lowest wages slightly faster, with a 4% increase in the NLW in 2017. 
 
On the face of it, this would suggest a period of stability. However, looked at in the wider context, 
substantial growth between 2008 and 2012 in the number of households unable to meet MIS, which 
levelled off in the middle of this decade (Padley et al, 2017b), looks set to resume. While 2014–2016 
saw modest earnings growth and stable prices, a resumption of inflation, a decline in earnings growth, and 
the freezing of benefits, tax credits and UC all create new risks for working and non-working families on 
the lowest incomes. Importantly, this is the first period since benefits were frozen that the benefits are 
losing value because prices are rising. Moreover, 2017 saw the introduction of significant cuts in family 
benefits, to be phased in for new families, and for third or subsequent children born from 2017 onwards. 
 
These changes are resulting in a decline in the adequacy of incomes relative to MIS for both working and 
non-working families on low incomes. In some cases, the decline has already been great in this decade. In 
2010, families with children were typically a third below MIS if they did not work, and some family types 
could almost reach MIS if they worked full time on the NMW. Today, families with children on out-of-
work benefits are much worse off, typically having only around half the incomes they need to reach a 
minimum living standard. Those working on low pay have had more mixed fortunes, with some but not all 
partially recovering from losses earlier in the decade, helped by the NLW, more generous help with 
childcare in UC and, from later this year, potentially by additional free childcare hours for 3 and 4 year 
olds. However some families, especially lone parents, continue to get worse off, and new families affected 
by the removal of the family element of Child Tax Credit and by its restriction to two children will face 
further losses. 
 
Perhaps the most significant new finding from this report is that while there are various ‘swings and 
roundabouts’ in terms of specific cuts or improvements in childcare support, the freezing of benefits in 
inflationary times is making low-income families systematically worse off, even where their earnings are 
being lifted by the NLW. The capacity to benefit from pay growth on its own is severely constrained 
when additional earnings are being sharply withdrawn, with no increase in how much pay is being 
exempted from this ‘taper’. Hence whatever else happens to the system, the unfreezing of benefits, tax 
credits, UC and the level of income disregarded by these systems is a prerequisite for healthy income 
growth for low-income families. Only then might a long period of growth in the number of families living 
below MIS start to reverse. 
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Appendix: Summary of MIS 
budgets 2008–2017 
Table 7: Minimum requirements not including rent or childcare, £ per week 
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Table 8: Safety-net benefits (Income Support/Pension Credit) as a percentage of 
MIS (excluding rent, childcare, Council Tax) 
 
 
 
Table 9: MIS as a percentage of median income* 
 
 
 
Note: *Survey data not available after 2015/16. 
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Table 10: Earnings required to reach MIS (supported by tax credits) 
 
 
 
Note: *Lone parent, one child shown here uses child aged 0–1, for continuity with previous publications. 
Table 11: Net income on the NMW as a percentage of MIS (excluding rent, 
childcare, Council Tax; supported by tax credits) 
 
 
 
Note: *Lone parent, one child shown here uses child aged 0–1, for continuity with previous publications. 
 
  
   
 
 
 
   20 
 
Acknowledgements 
Thanks are due to Judith Paterson from CPAG Scotland for updating the tax and benefit schedules for 
the Minimum Income Calculator, and to Nicola Lomax and Lisa Jones at CRSP for administrative support. 
 
 
About the authors 
Matt Padley is a Research Fellow at the Centre for Research in Social Policy (CRSP), where he works 
across the Minimum Income Standards programme, with responsibility for the analysis, application and 
management of MIS data. He is an experienced policy researcher and analyst. His principal interests lie in 
understanding the patterns, causes and consequences of social disadvantage with regard to income both 
in the UK and globally. He is currently working with colleagues in Singapore, South Africa, Mexico and 
Thailand, developing and undertaking Minimum Income Standards research in the global south. 
 
Donald Hirsch is Director of CRSP and Professor of Social Policy at Loughborough University. He leads 
the overall Minimum Income Standard programme. A former journalist, and writing and research 
consultant, he has been involved in MIS since its inception, and has carried out a range of analysis of MIS 
data, and its application in policy and practice. From 1998 to 2008 he was Poverty Adviser to JRF, where 
he wrote a number of major reports on child poverty, welfare reform, long-term care and the situation of 
older workers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To speak to us about this research, contact our subject experts.  
See https://www.jrf.org.uk/about-us/our-experts  
  
   
 
 
 
   21 
 
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation has supported this project as part of its programme of research and 
innovative development projects, which it hopes will be of value to policy-makers, practitioners and 
service users. The facts presented and views expressed in this report are, however, those of the authors 
and not necessarily those of JRF. 
 
A pdf version of this publication is available from the JRF website (www.jrf.org.uk). Further copies of this 
report, or any other JRF publication, can be obtained from the JRF website (www.jrf.org.uk/publications) 
or by emailing info@jrf.org.uk 
 
A CIP catalogue record for this report is available from the British Library. 
 
All rights reserved. Reproduction of this report by photocopying or electronic means for non-commercial 
purposes is permitted. Otherwise, no part of this report may be reproduced, adapted, stored in a retrieval 
system or transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise without the 
prior written permission of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
 
© Loughborough University 2017  
First published July 2017 by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
PDF ISBN 978 1 91158 109 3 
Cover image: iStock 
 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
The Homestead 
40 Water End 
York YO30 6WP 
www.jrf.org.uk 
 
Ref 3263 
Inspiring Social Change
www.jrf.org.uk
